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Wheat producers are experiencing different growth habits to wheat plants this year.  One of those different changes is a color difference in the plant from green to a brown or purple colored cast to the wheat leaves.  There can be several explanations to the color change and it appears to be a field by field decision as to what is happening. If a producer evaluates the following possibilities, perhaps he can determine which production problem answers his wheat plants color change.

One of the possible reasons for this discoloration in the plant leaves may be phosphorus induced.  Research has demonstrated that all plants will exhibit a purple color when phosphorus is in a limited supply.  Producers will need to look at their soil test to determine if this condition excises.  Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Service suggests having your soil tested at least every three years to determine nutrient needs and apply the nutrients according to soil test recommendations.

Through research at the OSU Experiment Stations, we have seen a purplish color to wheat when the soil pH level is low enough to cause an aluminum toxicity problem in wheat.  When the soil pH level drops below 5.5, the soluble aluminum levels in soil begin to increase.  The soluble aluminum forms a rock compound with phosphorus molecules to form aluminum phosphate.  This rock compound does not allow phosphorus to be available for plant uptake.  Without free phosphorus compounds in the soil, a producer could see a purplish color in his wheat plant.   

A third condition involving phosphorus is that phosphorus is an immobile element in the soil.  Plant roots need to grow to phosphorus in order to extract the element from the soil.  Growth conditions for wheat have not been favorable this year.  Not being able to extract the phosphorus from the soil could be another possibility for seeing purple wheat plants in northwest Oklahoma fields.

Another option for producer to evaluate in their fields will be insect feeding.  In the past, aphids have vectored a disease called Barley Yellow Dwarf to wheat plants.  We normally see the purple color of wheat caused by this disease during the boot stage of growth in the spring.  Scientists have seen this purple color earlier in the fall where aphid feeding has occurred.  For the fall of 2000, aphid feeding has been minimal.  

Applications of weed control products have been known to color plants purple.  The wheat plants must absorb the applied product, metabolize the product and begin its regrowth.  As the wheat plant metabolizes the applied product, wheat may give a purplish cast to its leaves.  If this is a cause of the purple color, producers need only to look at the application date on their latest bill to determine if this is a cause. 

One last possibility involves a sugar build up in the plant.  This sugar buildup contains a pigment known as anthocyanin.  This pigment is reddish to purplish colored pigment.  Anthocyanin is found in most plants and is involved in color changes of plants in the fall of the year.  Just like when leaves of our elm and oak trees change in the fall, anthocyanin is present in wheat leaves.  When the sugars with anthocyanin present build up in the wheat plant, we can see those same color changes in the leaves of wheat.

If a wheat producer can eliminate all other possible solutions to the purple colored cast in his wheat leaves, the build up of the pigment anthocyanin could be his answer.  Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Agriculture Educators located in every county can assist in identifying your production problems.

